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A Coastal Inn Cozy Mystery with a Cold Case Secret

Book 1 in The Harbor House Mysteries

Viola Vale

Series Note

WELCOME TO The Harbor House Mysteries.

Harbor House is an old coastal inn on the foggy coast of Maine, where every room holds a story and some stories were never meant to stay buried.

Each book in the series features a complete cozy mystery with former FBI archivist Evelyn “Evie” Hart, the residents of Harbor Point, and one more secret hidden in the walls, ledgers, photographs, or forgotten rooms of Harbor House.
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The House at the Edge of the Fog

By the time Evelyn Hart saw the sign for Harbor House, the fog had swallowed half the road, most of the coastline, and every confident decision she had made since leaving Washington, D.C.

The sign stood crooked at the end of a narrow gravel drive, its once-white paint weathered to the color of old bone. A faded blue anchor hung beneath the words HARBOR HOUSE GUEST INN, knocking softly against the post each time the wind came in from the sea. Someone—probably Aunt Lillian, years ago—had painted tiny white waves along the bottom edge. Most had peeled away, leaving only broken curls of foam.

Evie slowed the car until the tires crunched over gravel, then stopped with both hands still wrapped around the steering wheel.

For a moment, she did not move.

The sensible thing would have been to keep driving.

There was a town less than a mile down the hill, a motel with vacancy signs, a diner that probably served coffee strong enough to revive sailors, and at least three people who, if asked, would confirm that no woman in her right mind should spend her first night alone in an inherited coastal inn she had not seen in twenty years.

But Evie had built an entire life on walking toward closed boxes.

Cold case files. Sealed archives. Evidence cartons marked inactive. Witness statements stored in basements where no one expected them to change anything anymore. She had spent seventeen years learning that the past did not disappear. It waited. It yellowed. It gathered dust. It misplaced itself in drawers, hid in margins, and occasionally surfaced when one tired person bothered to look again.

Now the past stood in front of her with sagging shutters and a roofline that suggested optimism had not been included in the estate appraisal.

She turned off the engine.

The sudden quiet felt too large.

She had seen photographs, of course. Her aunt Lillian had sent them in Christmas cards, tucked them into letters, and kept one framed on the little writing desk in her room at the assisted-living home. In those pictures, Harbor House had always looked charming in the way old coastal inns were supposed to look charming: cedar shingles silvered by salt air, white trim, blue shutters, window boxes spilling over with geraniums, and a wide front porch made for rocking chairs, lemonade, and the sort of guests who wrote words like delightful in cursive.

The house in front of Evie looked as if it had been holding its breath for years.

The shutters sagged. The porch railing leaned at a defeated angle. One of the second-floor windows had been boarded from the inside, though the board had warped and pulled away at the corner. Brown hydrangea stems rattled in the beds on either side of the steps. The front door, painted a bright nautical blue sometime in a more optimistic decade, had faded into a tired gray.

A gull cried somewhere beyond the house, sharp and lonely.

Evie looked past the sloping roofline to where the fog thinned just enough to reveal a strip of dark water and the blurred outline of the harbor. Harbor Point, Maine, had not changed much since her childhood summers. It was still all salt, stone, spruce trees, and secrets tucked behind lace curtains.

At least, that was how Aunt Lillian used to describe it.

Evie reached for the cardboard box on the passenger seat. It was labeled IMPORTANT in black marker and buckled in like a nervous traveling companion. Inside were her laptop, three notebooks, her aunt’s final letter, two framed photographs, a bag of coffee, and the kind of emergency chocolate a woman packed when she was pretending not to panic.

She took the chocolate first.

Then she sat for another moment, letting the square of dark chocolate melt against her tongue while rain misted the windshield. Her former supervisor’s voice drifted back with irritating clarity.

You’re excellent with dead files, Hart. Less excellent with living people.

He had said it during her exit interview with the weary affection of a man who believed he was being honest and helpful. Evie had signed the resignation papers anyway. There were only so many years a person could spend inside other people’s tragedies before the quiet parts of herself began to feel archived too.

Aunt Lillian’s death had not caused Evie to leave the Bureau.

But it had given her somewhere to go.

That distinction mattered, at least to Evie.

Outside, the air smelled of rain, woodsmoke, wet leaves, and the ocean. She stood beside the car and pulled her coat tighter around her. She was forty-three years old, old enough to know better than to romanticize a crumbling building, and young enough—barely—to wonder if reinvention was still allowed.

The house creaked.

Not dramatically. Not like a haunted house in a bad movie. Just one long wooden sigh from somewhere along the porch, as if Harbor House had noticed her arrival and had opinions.

“I know,” Evie said to it. “I’m not what you expected either.”

A moving truck was supposed to arrive the next morning with the furniture she had not sold and the life she had not known what to do with. For tonight, she had an overnight bag, a flashlight, a folder from the estate attorney, and the large brass key Aunt Lillian had left in an envelope marked For Evie, when she is ready.

Evie had not been ready.

She had come anyway.

The porch steps groaned under her boots. Up close, the door looked sturdier than she had expected. The brass knocker was shaped like a seashell, polished at the edges by years of use. Beneath it, someone had scratched a faint line into the wood.

Evie traced it with one gloved finger before she realized it was not a scratch at all.

It was a tiny carved L.

Lillian.

The tightness in Evie’s chest caught her by surprise.

Her aunt had been the closest thing Evie had to a constant after her parents moved from one posting to another, dragging her through cities, schools, and time zones with the cheerful confidence of people who mistook adaptability for stability. Lillian had sent handwritten letters when everyone else switched to email. She had remembered birthdays, bad breakups, promotions, and the anniversary of Evie’s mother’s death. She had called every Sunday evening until the calls grew shorter, then stranger, then stopped.

By the time Evie understood how ill her aunt had become, Lillian had already started forgetting names.

But she had remembered Harbor House.

Even near the end, when dates slipped and faces blurred, Lillian would ask about room keys, winter linens, guest ledgers, and whether the back stairs had been fixed before the tide turned.

The tide had nothing to do with the back stairs.

Evie had assumed illness had rearranged the sentence.

Now, standing at the door of the house Lillian had refused to sell, she was less certain.

She fitted the brass key into the lock. For a second, it resisted. Then something inside gave with a dry click.

The front door opened into darkness and the smell of dust, lemon oil, sea air, and old paper.

Evie stepped inside.

The foyer was narrow but graceful, with a staircase rising along the left wall and a reception desk tucked beneath a cloudy mirror on the right. A brass bell sat on the desk, greened slightly around its base. Behind it, a row of cubbyholes waited for room keys that were no longer there.

No, Evie realized.

Not no longer.

Nearly no longer.

A single key hung from a hook in the last cubby. Its paper tag had yellowed, the ink faded but still readable.

Room 3.

Evie smiled despite herself. “One guest at a time, then.”

Her voice carried farther than she expected, slipping down the hallway and disappearing into the closed rooms beyond. The floorboards answered with a small pop. Somewhere in the walls, pipes ticked in protest against the cold.

She set the IMPORTANT box on the reception desk and pulled open the curtains beside the front windows. Fog-filtered light spilled into the foyer, revealing a film of dust over everything. Not neglect exactly. More like waiting.

That was worse, somehow.

On the wall behind the desk hung framed photographs of Harbor House through the years. Evie moved closer, wiping dust from the glass with her sleeve. In the oldest photograph, the house looked newly built, its porch crowded with people in high collars and serious expressions. Another showed a line of summer guests from the 1950s, all sunglasses and stiff smiles. A third displayed Aunt Lillian in her thirties, standing on the front steps with a tray of teacups and the kind of confidence Evie had never managed to fake.

“You made it look easy,” Evie whispered.

In the photograph, Lillian’s dark hair curled around her face in the sea breeze. Her smile was bright, but her eyes—Evie leaned closer—were turned not toward the camera, but toward someone just outside the frame.

Someone who had been cut off by the edge of the photograph.

Evie almost took the frame down to inspect it. Then she stopped herself.

First night. Basic utilities. Possible roof failure. No imaginary mysteries until after coffee.

The house creaked again.

“I heard you the first time,” she said.

She was not a fanciful person. Seventeen years in federal records and archival analysis had trained fancifulness out of her, or at least taught it to sit quietly in the corner until facts arrived. She trusted dates, signatures, chain-of-custody logs, ink inconsistencies, and the stubborn way paper kept secrets long after people forgot what they had done.

That was why the FBI had suited her.

Not the guns and raids, which had never been her world, but the files. The cold rooms. The cardboard boxes filled with old witness statements and evidence tags. The cases everyone else considered dead until one mismatched timestamp, one overlooked receipt, or one letter written in the wrong hand made the past speak again.

Evie had been good at listening.

Too good, according to people who preferred closure to accuracy.

She pushed the thought away and checked the main rooms.

The parlor held sheet-covered furniture, a cold fireplace, and a piano with three missing keys. The dining room smelled faintly of beeswax and damp plaster. In the small office off the foyer, Aunt Lillian’s rolltop desk sat closed, its curved wooden cover pulled down like a lowered eyelid. Evie touched the edge but did not open it.

Not yet.

The kitchen was at the back of the house, large and old-fashioned, with a farmhouse sink, blue cabinets, and a table scarred by decades of knives, mugs, elbows, and maybe arguments. Someone had left a row of teacups upside down on a towel near the sink. Their floral pattern had faded from pink to a tired blush.

Evie checked the refrigerator.

Empty except for baking soda and a jar of mustard that had seen administrations come and go.

“Good,” she said. “We’re starting with honesty.”

The pantry held canned soup, flour, sugar, and an alarming number of tins labeled in Aunt Lillian’s handwriting. WINTER BLEND. GUEST TEA. NOT FOR MRS. BELL. LEDGER — NOT THE CHEAP KIND.

Evie paused at that one.

Ledger.

The attorney had mentioned an outdoor cat who “might still come around.” The phrase had sounded vague enough to mean either a beloved animal or a local legend with claws. Evie made a mental note to buy cat food in the morning and not take responsibility for anything that already considered itself in charge.

A thump came from upstairs.

Evie froze with one hand still on the pantry shelf.

The rational explanations lined themselves up neatly: settling wood, old pipes, wind pressure, raccoon, branch against window. She chose raccoon because it was the least expensive.

“Please don’t be structural,” she said.

No second thump followed.

She carried her overnight bag upstairs.

The second floor smelled colder than the first. A runner carpet, faded blue with a pattern of tiny gold shells, stretched down the hallway. Brass numbers marked the guest rooms: One through Eight, with Room Seven near the back, just before the servants’ stairs that led down to the kitchen.

Evie paused outside it.

Unlike the other doors, Room Seven’s had no number plate.

Two small screw holes showed where one had once been. The paint around the knob was darker, as if the door had been touched less often than the others. A narrow draft slipped along the threshold, carrying a faint scent she could not place. Lavender, maybe. Or old paper left too long in a closed drawer.

She tried the knob.

Locked.

“That’s inconvenient,” she murmured.

She checked the folder from the attorney. The inventory listed furniture, linens, kitchenware, three antique wardrobes, one grandfather clock, assorted coastal décor of no significant appraised value, and a note that several interior keys were missing.

Room Seven was not mentioned.

Evie told herself that was not interesting. Old inns had locked rooms. Missing keys. Forgotten storage. A house built in 1894 was entitled to a few administrative failures.

Still, she stood there longer than she meant to.

From inside the room came a faint sound.

Not a thump this time.

A scrape.

Evie’s hand tightened on the folder.

She leaned closer, then immediately regretted behaving like the sort of person who leaned toward unexplained noises in locked rooms. The sound did not repeat. The hallway remained still.

“Raccoon,” she said firmly.

The word did not help.

She spent the next twenty minutes inspecting Room Three, which appeared to be the least offended by human occupation. The bed was covered with a faded quilt, the lamp worked after three attempts, and the radiator clanked with a commitment to drama. She set her overnight bag on the chair, hung her coat on the back of the door, and tried to decide whether exhaustion could overpower unease.

Her stomach answered with a low, practical growl.

Dinner, then panic.

Back downstairs, she returned to the kitchen and searched for something that could become food with minimal optimism. The canned soup had expired only two years earlier, which in inherited-house terms felt recent. She found crackers sealed in a tin, a kettle, and three corkscrews but no can opener.

The utensil drawer yielded a screwdriver with a cracked red handle, a bundle of birthday candles, six mismatched measuring spoons, and no immediate solution to soup.

Behind the drawer, something shifted.

Evie pulled the drawer out farther. A stack of old newspapers, balanced badly on a chair beside the pantry, slid off and spread across the floor with a dry whisper.

She exhaled.

“Not a raccoon. Just journalism.”

She gathered the papers and placed them on the kitchen table. Most were old copies of the Harbor Point Gazette, saved in uneven bundles. Some had recipes clipped from them. Others had circles drawn around event notices, obituaries, or town council announcements.

Aunt Lillian had always saved paper. Programs, menus, postcards, receipts. People throw away the things that explain them, she had once told Evie.

At the time, Evie had been fourteen and more interested in whether the town ice-cream shop would still be open after dinner.

Now she understood.

She opened another drawer in search of the missing can opener and found instead a tin of tea so old the label had turned brown at the edges.

LILLIAN’S WINTER BLEND, someone had written across the lid in black marker.

Evie smiled. Her aunt had believed tea solved most problems, or at least improved the atmosphere in which problems had to be faced. Evie lifted the tin, expecting it to be light.

Something shifted inside with a metallic scrape.

She stopped smiling.

The lid resisted, stuck by age and maybe sugar. Evie worked a thumbnail under the edge and pried it open.

No tea.

Inside lay a brass key, larger than the room keys she had seen at the front desk. Its bow was dark with tarnish. A paper tag had been tied to it with faded blue thread.

Evie lifted it carefully.

On one side of the tag, in her aunt’s familiar looping hand, was written:

For Room Seven.

The kitchen seemed to grow quieter around her.

Evie turned the tag over.

There was more writing on the other side, smaller and less steady, as if Lillian’s hand had trembled when she wrote it.

Not yet.

Evie stared at the words until the wind pressed against the windows and the old house gave another long, wooden sigh.

Then, somewhere upstairs, a door clicked softly open.
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Room Seven

Evie did not move.

The key to Room Seven lay cold and heavy in her palm. Above her, on the second floor, the soft click seemed to echo through the bones of Harbor House long after the sound itself had faded.

For three measured breaths, she stood in Aunt Lillian’s kitchen with the tea tin open beside her and tried to be the sort of woman who did not imagine things.

Old houses settled. Latches slipped. Air pressure changed when doors opened downstairs. Hinges loosened. Wood swelled, shrank, groaned, and complained. There were explanations. There were always explanations.

But explanations did not usually wait until a hidden key had been found in a tea tin.

Evie closed her fingers around it.

“Fresh start,” she muttered again, though this time the words sounded less like encouragement and more like a legal argument she was losing.

She took the cracked red-handled screwdriver from the drawer, because it was the closest thing to a weapon and because, should anyone ask, she could claim she had gone upstairs to inspect a loose hinge. Then she paused, considered the ridiculousness of confronting an intruder with a screwdriver and a brass key, and took her phone from her coat pocket.

No service.

Of course.

The kitchen window reflected her face back at her: pale from the long drive, brown hair escaping its clip, dark eyes narrowed in the way her former colleagues had called her archive face. The expression meant she was not frightened. It
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